Belgian reflections on the dialogue of the deaf by Easton, Marleen & De Vlieger, Stanny
36 EJPS 5(3) / 2018
Belgian reflections on the 
dialogue of the deaf
Abstract
The relationship between police practitioners and researchers has been described as a ‘dialogue of 
the deaf’ (MacDonald in Bradley, 2005), a ‘dialogue of the listening’ (Johnston & Shearing, 2009) 
or a ‘dialogue of the hard-of-hearing’ (Bronitt, 2013). Relying on their experiences into research on, 
for, by and with the police in the last decade, Easton & De Vlieger recount their Belgian reflections 
on these dialogues. Their experiences in the research related to these partnerships are described 
and the key barriers and essential enablers for nurturing these partnerships discussed. 
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 1. Introduction 
The origin of the well-known expression a ‘dialogue of the deaf’ goes back to 
observations made by McDonald in 1987. To properly introduce the reader to the 
main goal of our contribution, this dialogue of MacDonald’s (in Bradley & Nixon, 
2005: 427) is quoted to illuminate the interactions between the police and academics: 
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‘Academic: Why do the police ignore research findings? Police: Why don’t researchers 
produce useable knowledge?
Academic: Why do the police always reject any study that is critical of what they do? 
Police: Why do researchers always show the police in a bad light?
Academic: Why don’t police officers even read research reports? Police: Why can’t 
researchers write in plain English?
Academic: Why are the police so bloody defensive? Police: Why are researchers so 
bloody virtuous?
Academic: Why are the police unwilling to examine their own organisational perfor-
mance? Police: Why are researchers unwilling to produce information that a practical 
person exercising power can use to change a limited aspect of the organisation instead 
of theoretical and explanatory structures of no use to the problem-solver? 
Academic: Why do the police insist that they know better, when the researchers are 
the experts in knowledge construction? Police: Why do researchers write recipes when 
they can’t even cook?’
The core of this ‘dialogue of the deaf’ is the mutual misunderstanding that has 
negative impacts on the relationship between police practitioners and researchers. 
Central to this mutual misunderstanding is that police practitioners and researchers 
have different cultures, which has often been reduced to ‘real-world practitioners’ 
versus ‘ivory tower academics’. These so called two-cultures indicate that these 
two groups speak different languages, take alternate positions, and have different 
expectations of the potential partnership (Bronitt, 2013). As MacDonald made 
this observation in 1987, the question is whether the ideas inherent in the above 
dialogue still exist in the contemporary relationships between police practitioners 
and researchers. Relying on his experience as director of the Australian Research 
Council Centre of Excellence in Policing and Security, Simon Bronitt (2013) came to 
the conclusion that since McDonald launched his observations, a lot has changed. 
He described the police-science partnership as a ‘dialogue of the hard-of-hearing’, 
indicating that there was still a way to go to overcome the hurdles mentioned 
above. Besides the involvement of academics in the policymaking process, Bronitt 
advocated the placement of policy officials and senior practitioners within university 
research centres as a key strategy for bridging the intercultural gap. The main reason 
was that it could enhance the embedding of policy and practice perspectives into 
the research as well allowing the police to engage with the research to understand 
its value, rigour and validity. 
Earlier, Johnston & Shearing (2009: 422) came to the conclusion that there was 
a common concern about bridging the deeply rooted tensions between police 
scholarship and practice across the globe. They observed that there was a call for 
a new relationship that moved beyond the ‘dialogue of the deaf’ to a ‘dialogue of 
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listening’ that was built on a mutual respect and a commitment to exploring more 
effective, legitimate ways of governing security. They also indicated that there was an 
awareness of the dangers of drawing on ‘best practice’ in one context and applying 
it across other contexts. Finally, they also suggested that there was a need for ‘best 
thinking’ to overcome the inherent police practitioner and researcher tensions. 
Ever since, this dialogue has given rise to many discussions, roundtables and 
reflections, with a great amount of research having being focused on this issue (to 
name a few Knutsson, 2010; Bronitt, 2013; Fyfe & Wilson, 2012; Easton & Bisschop, 
2013; Cockbain & Knutsson, 2014; Crawford & Cunningham, 2015; Fleming, Fyfe 
& Marshall, 2015; Herrington, 2016). 
This state-of-the-art literature has been the impetus for the contribution of this 
paper to the on-going discussion. As context matters, the question arises, therefore, 
as to how these police practitioner and researcher partnerships are characterised 
within the specific Belgian administrative and institutional context, and how this 
specific context influences the partnerships. The discussion in this paper seeks to 
have an honest conversation on the perspectives and experiences of real-time part-
nerships between police practitioners and researchers. To allow for these reflections, 
some research concepts have been extracted so as to be able to share a common 
vocabulary, and ‘joint glasses’ used to structure the thoughts and experiences. 
The selected concepts were based on research on, for, by and with the police that 
allowed for knowledge exchange and transfers, examined the role of the boundary 
spanners to build bridges between both worlds and the role of the inner and outer 
perspectives of the researchers involved. Finally, some of the barriers and enablers 
that have been reflected on in earlier research are examined.
A qualitative method was used to underpin the main reflections in this article. 
The literature reviews, policy documents and the participation in and the observa-
tion of dynamics in three research projects that covered research on, by, for and 
with police were selected as input for a conversation on police practitioner and 
researcher partnerships. As police practitioners and researchers work in different 
institutional settings, the drive and logic in these three selected research projects 
was examined to elucidate some Belgian reflections on police practitioner and 
researchers partnerships. During the conversation, the three selected research 
projects are examined to assess whether these partnerships reflected any of the 
notions behind the ‘dialogue of the deaf’, the ‘dialogue of the hard-of-hearing’ or 
the ‘dialogue of listening’. 
The remainder of this paper is organised as follows. First, key concepts to describe 
the partnerships between police practitioners and researchers are addressed, after 
which these concepts are employed to contextualise Belgian police practitioner 
and research partnerships. Then, the partnership experiences in the three Belgian 
research projects are specifically examined. In the conclusion and reflection some 
of the main barriers and enablers encountered in Belgium are addressed and 
possible implications for future partnerships between police practitioners and 
researchers discussed. 
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 2. Key concepts to describe partnerships between police practitioners and 
researchers
It is important to distinguish research on, for, by and with the police, which refers 
to the way in which the research was commissioned and financed and the type 
of researchers involved. Research on the police is commissioned and financed by 
institutions such as the European Commission, National Science Policy offices, or 
research funds at universities or knowledge centres. The bulk of this kind of research 
is conducted by researchers linked to universities or knowledge centres. Research 
for the police is commissioned and financed by the police or their authorities; 
therefore, besides the researchers linked to universities and knowledge centres, 
consultants are also involved in this kind of research. Research by the police differs 
from both these types, as it is commissioned, financed and executed by the police 
force. Finally, research with the police refers to a collaborative research process 
between the police and the researchers, which could also be the case in research 
on, for and by the police. From a historical point of view (van der Vijver, 2010) most 
police research has been done on and for the police up till the eighties. Since then 
research by and with the police increased. 
In the publication ‘Insights on Police–a Quarter of a century research on police in 
Europe and the Anglo-Saxon world’ Tange, Van Outrive and Ponsaers (2009) came 
to the conclusion that the relationship between the police and science influenced 
police research and the translation to police practices in each of the studied coun-
tries. Their comparative approach indicated that independent, police research of 
high quality on and for the police was heavily dependent on opportunity structures, 
access to the field and sources, the relationship between the state and the police, the 
strength of the university disposition, and the degree of the international exchange 
of knowledge (Tange, et al., 2009). The research results indicated that most research 
was done by the police and there was a lack of independent research on the police. 
Research topics were seldom chosen by the researchers and there was little long-
term research. Most of the time politics appeared to determine the agenda as to 
what led to any ad hoc expertise for the police. The general institutional anchoring 
of police research was found to be fragile and vulnerable, with little foreign policing 
research being used other than Anglo-Saxon research, which could be speculated 
to have generated tunnel blindness. However, the light in the metaphorical tunnel 
was that they believed that the growing communication between the police and 
universities was hinting at an increased intention to work together. 
Research on the police has often been perceived by practitioners as conceived in 
an ‘ivory tower’ with a focus on critiquing the police rather than giving advice on 
how to improve police work. Research for the police has been critically assessed by 
practitioners for the lack of accounts as to the true nature and complexity of police 
work. For police leaders, that complexity is related to the ‘arena’ they are influenced 
by, which involves interactions with politics, the public, personnel, partners and 
the press (Skogan, 2008). The experiences, visions and perceptions of policing field 
workers and the interactions that influence their work are important (Thacher, 2001). 
Practitioners, therefore, have expressed concern about the lack of understanding 
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researchers have for these complex dynamics. As police work is not just a business, 
science cannot be simply applied and translation is needed. 
From an academic point of view, research on and for the police has been seen 
to be a challenge for several reasons, one of which has been a lack of openness in 
sharing information where the results are not always being used and where police 
practitioners are not always really interested in the research results. For example, 
the police have often demonstrated an attitude of knowing the issue better than the 
researchers themselves, have tended to use the researchers for strategic reasons, 
have wanted a lot of knowledge and insights for little or no money, have no time to 
invest or listen to what researchers really have to say and have demanded immediate 
results even though they have contextualised and developed a methodology that 
takes time (Bronitt, 2013; Easton & Bisschop, 2013; Herrington, 2016). Research 
by the police has been critically assessed by academics who believe that their dis-
cipline should be practised at universities or knowledge centres and not by the 
police themselves. Engaging in research with the police has often been rejected by 
academics for ethical reasons. 
The (lack of) partnerships between police and researchers in research on, for, 
by and with the police can be linked to the production of knowledge, which raises 
questions as to the kind of knowledge being produced, who produces knowledge, 
who pays for it, who translates and distributes the knowledge and what benefits are 
gained by both communities. This is a power issue and is related to the public 
interest in knowledge about the society. What is at the heart of the misunderstand-
ings between police practitioners and researchers is that both these professional 
worlds have their own logical interpretations of these issues (Rosenbaum, 2011). 
Knowledge translation is a vital element to keep partnerships between both worlds 
alive. The following citation captures the core of this concept quite well: ‘Knowledge 
is like fine wine. The researcher brews it, the scientific paper bottles it, the peer review 
tastes it, the journal sticks a label on it, and archive systems store it carefully in a cellar. 
Splendid! Just one small problem: wine is only useful when somebody drinks it. Wine 
in a bottle does not quench thirst. Knowledge Translation (KT) opens the bottle, pours 
the wine into a glass, and serves it.’ (Bennet & Jessani, 2011: 1). With their citation 
Bennet & Jessani stress that KT is the meeting ground between two fundamentally 
different processes; research and action; that are at the core of the partnerships 
being discussed here. The goal is to bridge the ‘know-do’ gap between research, 
policy, practice and people. It is one of the core challenges of each university that 
serves the public interest. 
There are three core principles to KT. The first is knowledge that is robust, acces-
sible and has a contextualised knowledge base. The second is dialogue, as the 
relationships at the heart of KT can only be sustained through regular dialogue 
and exchange. The third is the capacity that researchers, decision-makers and other 
research-users need to ensure a strengthened skill-base so as to be able to create and 
respond to knowledge transfer opportunities. The means to translate knowledge 
might differ depending on whether the research is set up on, by, for, or with the 
police and might differ across countries due to the institutionalisation of police 
and academia (Ponsaers et al, 2009).
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In this process of knowledge production, the involvement of the researchers is 
crucial. The table below illustrates the possible combinations of the insider and 
outsider perspectives and describes each of them. 
Table nr. 1. Overview Insider & Outsider perspectives based on Sheptycki (2017) 
Researchers
Location
Insider Outsider
Insider 
Part of the police organisation
II =‘Insider–Insider’
Pracademics, police officers 
within the police organisation 
working on police research
OI = ‘Outsider–Insider’
Civilians working for the 
police
Outsider 
Affiliated with university 
departments, research insti-
tutes or privately sponsored 
research ‘think tanks’ 
IO = Insider–Outsider’ 
Secondments or former police 
officers who have become 
academics and are working on 
police research
OO =‘Outsider–Outsider’ 
Academics in the field of 
police research. Role of expert, 
consultant, researcher…
To stimulate partnerships between police practitioners and researchers, Willis 
(2016) raised the option of the embedded scientist (OO) who collaborates with the 
pracademic (II) working inside the organisation. Willis argued that setting up a team 
inside an organisation that has both types of researchers can open up new ideas 
and stimulate creative thinking through a combination of the different perspectives. 
The assumption is that research on and for the police is done by OO’s; research by 
the police is done by II’s and OI’s, while research with the police combines II’s, 
OI’s, IO’s and OO’s. 
As partnerships intrinsically blur the boundaries between the roles and functions 
of the partner organisations (Crawford & Cunningham 2015: 80), the concept of a 
‘boundary spanner’ is interesting. The concept was originally defined by Tushman 
(1977) as individuals within an innovative system who have, or adopt, the role of 
linking the organisation’s internal networks with external sources of information. 
Since that time, boundary spanning has been used in the social sciences to describe 
any situation where an individual crosses the boundaries of a social group. The 
question is how the role of boundary spanners unfolds in research partnerships 
between police practitioners and researchers. This is the empirical question that 
we would like to explore in relation to our experiences in real-time partnerships. 
Finally, in our analysis we want to examine some barriers to and enablers for 
partnerships. Crawford & Cunningham (2015: 79) presented a very useful discussion 
on barriers, claiming that the main barriers were: ‘… a reluctance of some agencies 
to participate, the dominance of a policing agenda, unwillingness to share information, 
conflicting interests, priorities, and cultural assumptions on the part of different agencies, 
local political differences, lack of inter-organisational trust, desire to protect budgets, lack 
of capacity and expertise and over-reliance on informal contacts and networks which 
lapsed if key individuals moved on. …’. For the enablers we examine ideas that were 
shared during a roundtable (contextualised in the section below) in Belgium on 
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the policing-science nexus (Easton & Bisschop, 2013). Identified key enablers were 
embedded cops and researchers, reciprocal and long-term network structures, 
fostering the translation of research into practice, police education, respecting each 
other’s independence and holding each other to account. Our intention is to describe 
our experience of some of these barriers and enablers in our research partnerships; 
to do so we first contextualise these experiences from a Belgian perspective. 
 3. Contextualising partnerships between police practitioners and researchers in 
Belgium
Before we illustrate our experiences in relation to three selected research projects, 
we need to contextualise this exercise in a Belgian story on partnerships between 
police practitioners and researchers. In what follows we focus on the most important 
elements of this Belgian story. The question is whether there is an institutional and 
organisational environment for knowledge exchanges between these two worlds. 
Similar to the Australian Research Council Centre of Excellence in Policing and 
Security (CEPS1), the Scottish Institute for Policing Research (www.sipr.ac.uk), the 
British Police Foundation (www.police-foundation.org.uk) and the Dutch Founda-
tion for Society and Safety (www.maatschappijenveiligheid.nl), Belgium has had the 
Centre for Policing and Security (CPS) for more than 25 years in Flanders2 to foster 
partnerships between police practitioners and researchers (www.policingandsecu-
rity.be)3. CPS organises conferences and publications in the field of policing and 
security, and the Board of Directors (consisting of practitioners and researchers) 
meets regularly to exchange ideas and establish common initiatives on the two 
levels. A key element in the functioning of CPS is that each member contributes 
voluntarily and does not represent their institution. Despite this principle, crucial 
balances between the key institutions are reflected in the composition of CPS. 
Between 2007 and 2010, CPS installed a think tank, called an ‘academic platform’, 
which brought together researchers interested in police research with the aim of 
stimulating police research and suppressing competition between universities. Four 
research projects (on diversity, information flows, leadership and civilians working 
for the police) were established in close collaboration with the police (Easton, 
2012), and a roundtable on comparative perspectives on the police-science nexus 
was organised. On the table were questions such as (1) how can we strengthen the 
ties between the worlds of practice and research?; (2) how can we operationalise 
research into practice? and (3) what are the structural prerequisites for continuing 
the police-science nexus? (Easton & Bisschop, 2013). The outcome of this roundtable 
confirmed the presence of the key enablers, as defined in Section 2 above. 
1 Early 2015 the Australian Research Council Centre of Excellence in Policing and Security was no 
longer funded and ended.
2 In the Walloon provinces a Centre d’Etudes sur la Police (CEP, www.cepinfo.be) exists. 
3 Naming this institutions in one line does not mean that they are similar in all respect (Easton & 
Bisschop, 2013). 
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Unfortunately, this think tank has failed to reach its goals for many reasons, one 
of the main ones being the economic crisis in Belgium that reduced the dynamics 
for police research on the ‘market’ and restricted police research to research for the 
police on policy relevant themes with no space left for fundamental and theoretical 
research on the police. Consequently, academics have had to operate in a highly 
competitive research ‘market’. To make matters more difficult, the annual research 
budget (approximately 500.000 euro) allocated to the ‘Prevention and Security’ 
administration of the Ministry of Internal Affairs has been ‘on hold’ since 2010. 
A second important reason for the failure of the think tank to reach its goals was 
the persistence of the ‘academic bureaucratic and financial boundaries’ within the 
universities related to university output (of PhD’s and publications). This generates 
significant pressure on researchers to publish top quality research in high-ranked, 
peer-reviewed quality journals. This rush to publish generates competition between 
researchers not only for their personal career but also because both publications and 
the number of graduating PhD’s are taken into account when allocating research 
funds (Easton, 2010). Therefore, there is less need and/or room to collaborate and 
establish research partnerships with police practitioners. 
After the ‘academic platform’ was disbanded at the CPS, as members of the Board 
of Directors, we have both taken up the task to further stimulate police research. 
The idea was that the combination of a practitioner and an academic could enhance 
the empathy in ‘both worlds’. Despite having different reasons for encouraging the 
exchanges between these professional groups, it was discovered that enhancing 
police research in Belgium was not a simple exercise, as the restructure of the 
CPS in 2011 left no room for such collaborations, and any collaborations had to be 
linked to topics such as local security policy, the Federal Police, events and crisis 
management, inspection services and the fight against fraud, innovation & security 
and public–private cooperation, with the collaboration primarily focused on confer-
ences and seminars rather than developing collaborative research on these topics. 
What currently remains is that some police practitioners and academics still meet 
regularly during the board meetings and during initiatives taken by CPS, which 
facilitates exchanges on all levels and partnerships between police practitioners 
and researchers. Therefore, CPS embodies the second principle of KT and for 
that reason it is cherished in Belgium by many practitioners and researchers who 
engage on a voluntarily basis in the police-science nexus. 
In terms of the partnerships between practitioners and researchers, the journal 
‘Orde van de Dag’ (‘Order of the Day’) has to be mentioned. For more than 19 years 
this was the only journal that facilitated an explicit dialogue between practitioners 
and researchers in the fields of Justice and Security4. Both groups were part of the 
editorial board and the format of each journal edition was to have an opening paper 
with some statements that instigated discussion and reaction from researchers and 
practitioners. Despite the interesting set-up in this journal, there have always been 
difficulties in getting the work done, as it has been difficult to motivate practitioners 
4 Chief Editors of this journal have been Carl Van Cauwenberghe, Paul Ponsaers, Marleen Easton 
and (ad interim in 2016) Philippe De Baets. 
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to participate in the editorial board when publishing is not a priority for them. It 
has also been difficult to motivate ‘both worlds’ to write articles for this journal. 
As the journal was not ranked, researchers were reluctant to write papers as they 
would not be able to gain the necessary ‘points’ for the performance measurement 
linked to their promotion. An important enabler was the ranking of the journal in 
the VABB list of publications for Belgian universities, which made the journal more 
important for academics; however, the ranking of the journal made practitioners 
more reluctant to write articles as it was difficult for them to deal with the harsh 
criticism involved with the double blind peer review process, and there were no 
extra incentives to ‘seduce’ them to write. Further, the constant changes in police 
organisations neither encouraged involvement nor gave them the time to write. 
This experience explicitly illustrated the clash of logic between practitioners and 
researchers. The Belgian journal ‘Order of the Day’ ceased publication on January 
1st 2017 due to financial and commercial reasons, and no initiatives have been 
taken in Belgium so far to save this publication. 
Therefore, from what has been discussed, the CPS and the editorial board of the 
journal ‘Orde van de Dag’ (OVD) were able to create some boundary spanners and 
insider and outsider position combinations for police research, as academics from 
universities (OO’s) were able to share the table with civilians working for the police 
(OI’s) and former police officers that have become academics (IO’s), although the 
latter are rather rare in Belgium. 
In terms of the barriers and the enablers, CPS and OVD play(ed) formal and 
informal enabling roles for research partnerships. The structures of the CPS and 
the journal OVD were designed to be foundations for the development of a formal, 
reciprocal, long-term network structure; however, because the CPS and OVD par-
ticipants were working on a voluntary basis, both CPS and OVD relied on informal 
key individuals to establish the partnerships. Nonetheless, the CPS is still fostering 
the translation of research into practice through conferences and publications. 
It is clear that within these collaborative structures, some agencies are reluctant to 
participate (as not all police forces and knowledge centres are motivated to engage 
in these structures) because they have conflicting interests (between the local & 
Federal Police on the one hand and between university representatives on the 
other), or in the case of the ‘academic platform’, have little inter- university trust. 
Because we did not observe any embedded cops in Belgian research environments 
from the Federal Police5, as Bronitt (2013) suggested, we collected the following 
data. Within the Federal Police, 0.21% are strategic analysts and are considered 
‘outsiders-insiders’ in terms of the above matrix, and 1.65% are civilians 6. Although 
we are not able to compare these numbers, they appear to be low. 
Finally, during the last decade, there has been a general government policy to pro-
tect (and even abolish) any budget allocations for research for the police in Belgium. 
5 We limit ourselves to numbers in relation to the Federal Police due to availability. There are more 
than 190 local police forces what complicates the collection of data. 
6 Numbers have been collected in the summer of 2016. 
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With this background in mind, we now turn to a discussion of our experiences of 
establishing research partnerships between police practitioners and researchers. 
 4. Partnerships in three Belgian research projects
For our Belgian reflections on the dialogue of the deaf we rely on our experiences 
in three selected research projects; (1) community policing, (2) port security and 
(3) police capacity. We selected these three projects as they involved collaboration 
between police practitioners and researchers and one or both of us were involved 
in each of these projects. In the schematic overview, we characterise these research 
projects in terms of some of the concepts mentioned above. 
Table nr. 2. Overview of three Belgian research projects
Three selected projects
Finished or ongoing
Timing 
Funding & 
commissioned by
Public/Private
Researchers involved: 
Outsider–Outsider
Outsider–Insider
Insider–Outsider
Insider–Insider
Research 
by, for, on or 
with policing
Our Involvement 
(1) Multiple Com-
munity Policing: what 
do you mean? 
Finished 
Feb 2006–May 2008 
Commissioned 
& funded by 
Belgian Science 
Policy (part of the 
government)
Outsider–Outsider On and with Easton: coordinator of the 
research project, supervi-
sor of the two researchers 
involved and a member of 
the guiding committee 
De Vlieger: not involved
(2) Integral Security in 
Antwerp Harbour 
Finished 
Oct 2010–Oct 2011
Commissioned 
& co-funded by 
public partners 
Outsider–Outsider 
Outsider–Insider
For and with De Vlieger: funding partner, 
chair guiding the committee, 
end user
Easton: researcher ‘Outsider–
Outsider’ and member of the 
guidance committee
(3) Capacity Study 
Federal Police 
Ongoing 
July 2015–
Commissioned 
and directly 
and indirectly 
co-funded by the 
Federal Police
Outsider–Outsider 
Outsider–Insider
By, for and 
with
De Vlieger: member of the 
guidance committee, study 
object, end user
Easton: researcher ‘Outsider–
Outsider’, member of the 
guidance committee
In the following, we describe each of the selected projects in terms of the core 
research project, project funding, research methodology, the partners involved and 
their positions and our experiences with the relationships between practitioners 
and researchers. 
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 4.1. Community policing research 
To support the ‘translation’ of community policing into practice in multicultural 
settings, insight is necessary. Funded by the Belgian Science Policy (from February 
2006 until May 2008), two field researchers7 coached by five supervisors8 worked 
together to gain insight into the interactions between the police and ethnic minori-
ties and the elements, such as perceptions, understanding and expectations, that 
influenced these interactions. This kind of police research is closely linked to what is 
often referred to as police sociology, which develops an overall picture of how police 
work is shaped as a social process between the police and civilians and between the 
police forces (Van der Torre, 1999). The research aims were to gain insight into how 
the police interactions were perceived/experienced by ethnic minorities and vice 
versa and how community policing was or was not translated in those interactions. 
The research was established in close collaboration with the local police forces in 
Brussels, Flanders and the Walloon provinces (Easton et al., 2009). 
The research team (field researchers and supervisors) were ‘outsider-outsiders’, as 
they used an ‘outer perspective’ to approach the research objects and they were paid 
by funds allocated to the universities by the Belgian Science Policy (www.belspo.be). 
To establish this research, a great deal of time was spend gaining the confidence 
of the Chiefs of Police in the selected local police zones so that the researchers 
could spend time in the field observing police interactions with ethnic minorities 
and interviewing participants. This was made possible because three of the main 
supervisors for this research project were heavily investing in developing successful 
collaborations between the police practitioners and researchers at the Centre for 
Policing and Security (CPS). 
This research project, which resulted from a research proposal by five colleagues 
from five universities, was established as a research project on the police. The core 
of the project methodology, which consisted of interviews and observations in the 
field, required a close collaboration between the researchers and the practitioners as 
well as access to police in the field. Therefore, many interactions with practitioners 
were required to facilitate this research on the police. This research was supervised 
by a guidance committee made up of members from police organisations, civil 
society organisations, universities, government agencies and the funding agency. 
Some of the supervisors were true ‘boundary spanners’. In particular, Paul Pon-
saers, the president of CPS and Professor at Ghent University, brought together the 
academics and police practitioners. To build the partnerships between the police 
practitioners and the researchers in this research project, CPS was crucial, as it was 
able to facilitate the necessary trust between the police leaders and the supervisors 
to allow the researchers to address a sensitive research topic. During the research 
project, the regular feedback sessions with police practitioners enabled trust and 
7 Chaim Demarée & Natascha Vandevoorde (University College Ghent) were the main field resear-
chers in this project. 
8 Prof. Marleen Easton (promotor-coordinator of the project, University College Ghent); Prof. Paul 
Ponsaers (promotor, Ghent University); Prof. Els Enhus (promotor, Vrije Universiteit Brussel); 
Prof. Henk Elffers (promotor, Antwerp University) and Prof. Frank Hutsebaut (KU Leuven). 
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ensured the objectivity and quality of the research process. Therefore, even though 
this was research on the police, working in close collaboration with the police was 
necessary to attain the research goals and provide the funding agency with what 
was promised. 
 4.2. Research on port security
The second research project was a project on an integrated security policy for 
Antwerp Harbour. The central research question was how the security and safety 
issues at the Port of Antwerp could be integrated; that is, how could the actions of 
the different actors be better coordinated throughout the safety and security chain 
in terms of pro-action, prevention, preparation, repression and after care. The 
goal of the research was to formulate policy recommendations based on objective 
research findings (Cools, et al, 2009). A qualitative design consisting of document 
analyses, interviews with practitioners and focus groups was designed to attain this 
goal. It is important to note that the research question defined at the beginning of 
this project was deliberately broad to allow for a common steering committee of 
practitioners and academics to decide on the choices to be made. 
This research was financed by different practitioners; the Federal Police of Ant-
werp, the Local Antwerp Police, the Municipality of Beveren, the Province of Ant-
werp & East-Flanders, the General Directorate Crisis Centre and the Harbormaster’s 
office, Antwerp. The judicial director of the Federal Police of Antwerp brought this 
group together and managed to negotiate and raise the required funds to engage 
a research team for this project from the 27th of October 2010 until the 26th of 
October 2011. Therefore, this research was funded and commissioned by multiple 
partners who were all involved and engaged in the project. Each of the partners 
involved had a representative on the guidance committee, which regularly met to 
follow up on the research progress. We were both involved in this research project. 
De Vlieger was part of the group that commissioned and financed the research, 
was chair of the guidance committee and an end user of the research project, and 
Easton was one of the research team supervisors. 
Content-wise this project was research for the police and was conceptualised 
together with the police. The research team was multidisciplinary and made up 
of researchers from three universities9. The scientists (field researcher and three 
supervisors) involved in this research were ‘outsider-outsiders’ as they were being 
paid by their universities, which were funded to conduct this contract research. 
During the research process there was close collaboration with a strategic analyst10 
from the Federal Police of Antwerp, who was an ‘outsider–insider’. The combination 
9 Promotors of this research were Prof. Dr. Marc Cools (Research Group ‘Sociale Veiligheidsanalyse’, 
Ghent University), Prof. dr. Ir. Genserik Reniers (University of Antwerp, Antwerp Research Group 
on Safety and Security) and Prof. Dr. Marleen Easton (University College Ghent, Research Group 
‘Governing & Policing Security’). Dr. Evelien Van den Herrewegen & Drs. Arne De Boeck (Ghent 
University) were the researchers who did the field work. 
10 Nathalie Gilliot.
Marleen Easton & Stanny De Vlieger
48 EJPS 5(3) / 2018
of OO’s and OI’s facilitated the necessary access to the field required by the qualita-
tive research design. 
Our experience in this partnership showed that the multiple partners, all of whom 
were involved in financing the project, put a great deal of pressure on the research 
team. As return on investment was an issue, there were high expectations, which 
became even more visible when refining the research question. There were very 
animated and often tense meetings of the guidance committee as the practitioners 
and researchers sought to balance what was wanted and what was needed with what 
was possible for the research team. As each member had their own agenda, many of 
which were incompatible, it often became very difficult to manage for the research 
team. In the end, nobody was fully satisfied with the process or the outcomes of 
the research; a lesson learned for all those involved.
Nevertheless, this experience illuminated the important barriers and enablers 
for successful research partnerships between practitioners and researchers. An 
important enabler was that this research project demonstrated that out-of-the-box 
thinking was possible even within a bureaucratic ‘mastodon’ suffering from a lack of 
funding for research. By taking the initiative and setting up partnerships with other 
security actors, it was possible to finance the research to be executed by academics 
from universities in collaboration with civilians working for the police. However, 
at the same time, this set-up was also a barrier, as the involvement of so many 
partners and financers put pressure on the partnership in terms of expectations 
and outcomes and the disappointment at the end could possibly jeopardise future 
collaborations. Overall, however, having multiple partners involved was an enabler 
in terms of providing field access for the researchers. 
 4.3. Research on police capacity
The third selected research project is at the time of writing this article an on-going 
project (July 2015–) on police capacity for the Federal Police in Belgium. As this 
project was commissioned and funded by the Federal Police, it was research by 
the police. The core of the research was the development of a methodology that 
could determine the workloads and associated capacities needed for decentralised 
Federal Police directorates, which was in line with the federal government policy to 
optimise the Federal Police structure so as to have an equitable capacity distribution 
across Belgium. At the same time, this question was also related to the need for 
the decentralised judicial and administrative Federal Police directors to develop 
service norms to ensure the provision of equitable services across the country 
(Projectvoorstel, juli 2015). Therefore, the results or outcomes of this research 
project are designed to benefit the Federal Police and policy makers; therefore, it 
is research for the police. 
Dividing police capacity is a ‘sensitive’ subject as there are many different interests. 
Taking this into account, the project team (consisting of practitioners and academics) 
established the project so that different data and analyses could be combined. Three 
parameters were selected to divide work capacity in this research; (1) comparative 
(objective) environmental factors for each of the decentralised directorates that 
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indicate capacity needs, (2) the subjective experiences of police personnel in dealing 
with available capacity and (3) the way judicial and administrative directors manage 
services within their respective capacities. The outcomes of this research for the 
three parameters should allow for a fair, equitable division of capacity. 
Essential in this project has been the follow up by the guidance committee, which 
is made up of some of the directors in charge of the decentralised directorates, some 
strategic analysts working for these directors, academics involved in researching 
one of the three parameters and members of the policy team for the Federal Police 
Chief. We are both involved in this project. As a practitioner, De Vlieger is a member 
of the guidance committee, a study object and an end user. As researcher, Easton 
is a member of the guidance committee and involved in phase 3 of the research11. 
Due to a lack of available funds to outsource phase three to a university, the choice 
was made to collaborate during the research process. In practice this meant that the 
interviews with the directors of the decentralised directorates have been conducted 
in teams made up of an academic (OO) and a civilian working as researcher for the 
Federal Police (OI); these mixed teams make a research project with the police. The 
academics are the experts leading the process and are supported by the researchers 
working for the police. This also explains the ‘directly and indirectly co-funded’ 
status mentioned in our overview, as there is a combination of means (money & 
people) invested in this project.
This research with the police resulted in a number of difficulties for the practi-
tioners and academics. For the academics (OO’s) involved in this research, it has 
been a constant challenge to balance all interests while retaining the objective and 
ethical standards required in the research process; a balance that has needed to be 
constantly negotiated with the Federal Police researchers. While ethical standards 
are obvious to any university academic, the police researchers are regarded with 
suspicion because ethical standards are not taken for granted as the assumption 
is that they are serving the interests of the police, rather than the interests of the 
research. Our experiences revealed that the researchers working for the police 
were balancing these interests by serving the interests of the police through the 
championing of the research related ethical standards. Communication regarding 
this balancing exercise has been needed throughout the research process. 
It can also be a risk for the academics involved in this kind of project to be associ-
ated with a dominant coalition within the Federal Police. When power balances 
change at the top of the Federal Police, academics can be discredited because of 
their assumed connections with the outgoing coalition. For ‘insider-outsiders’ (IO’s) 
involved in this project, it is less of a risk as they are on the payroll of the Federal 
Police and it is their job to underpin the leading coalition’s policy. 
Our experiences in this project indicated that an enabler of partnerships between 
academics and practitioners is mixed research positions (more specifically OO’s 
and IO’s). The only way for phase three to go ahead was to build a collaborative 
11 In phase 3 Marleen Easton collaborates with Frédéric Schoenaers from the University of Liège to 
interview the directors in the decentralised directorates situated in Brussel and the Flemish and 
Walloon provinces. 
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team of researchers, where those who were working for the police (IO’s) delivered 
the crucial data to be contextualised and analysed by the academics (OO’s), who in 
turn supplied the research expertise. 
During our conversations it became clear that respect for the ethical, independent 
objective position of all researchers (OO’s and IO’s) involved was crucial to the 
success of this partnership. The true nature of research has to be protected even 
when it is being conducted in close collaboration with police practitioners and 
researchers on the police payroll. This means, for example, that anonymity when 
dealing with the collected data must be paid attention to when university researchers 
(OO’s) and police researchers (IO’s) collaborate. The police practitioners leading 
the police researchers must also respect the research ethics. Our experience shows 
that only open and honest communication underpinned by mutual respect can 
result in successful partnerships. 
Practitioners on the guidance committees are viewed with suspicion by their 
peers. A possible perception is that guidance committee members can influence 
the research process, which can affect or alter the research decisions made by the 
internal hierarchy and police authorities. The impact of the police practitioners on 
the researchers in the guidance committee, however, is generally overrated and 
the ethics of researchers involved generally underestimated. At the same time, 
when practitioners are involved as members of the guidance committee, they are 
often more motivated to be engaged and less likely to criticise the research results. 
However, when practitioners are involved in practices that intersect with the research 
subject, they sometimes question the usefulness of the on-going research. 
 5. Conclusion & reflection 
In this paper we wished to contribute some Belgian reflections on the well-known 
‘dialogue of the deaf’ comment that used to describe the mutual misunderstand-
ings between police practitioners and researchers. From our experiences in such 
partnerships in three Belgian research projects (on community policing, port 
security and police capacity), some valuable lessons were learned. 
The first lesson was that the division between research on, for, by and with the 
police is not clear cut. Research on and for the police often involves working with 
the police during the research process; however, from the ‘with’, we have learned the 
most about police practitioner and researcher partnerships. It was found that there 
was significant potential in combining insider and outsider perspectives through 
either two-person collaboration or by both roles being taken by the same researcher. 
Research with the police on the police requires an empathy for the inside perspective 
by the outsider, which also makes it possible for one person to take both roles. It 
was also found that insiders need to be prepared to reflect upon their experiences 
using a combination of outsider and insider perspectives. Partnerships between 
academia and the police are possible on this level and create the possibility for an 
effective exchange and translation of knowledge. The question is how to enlarge 
this information exchange from the individual level to the institutional level.
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One area that we sought to clarify in this conversation was the best position for 
boundary spanners to have in their organisations to encourage long-term collabora-
tive efforts, and it was decided that the best option strategically was for the boundary 
spanners to be close but not too close to the dominant coalition in the organisation. 
In a stable, strong organisation, it is probably reasonable to be close to the dominant 
coalition; however, in a less stable and vulnerable (to politics) organisation, it is 
‘dangerous’/a risk to be too closed if long-term partnerships with other institutions 
are to be pursued. We are convinced that this applies to the boundary spanners 
within each institutional sphere in this contribution. 
During our conversations, we came to the conclusion that both worlds were using 
each other in different ways. Police practitioners need to manage different forces 
from many different ‘arenas’ such as police personnel, politics, other partners, the 
press and the public, and academics need to deal with several different scopes as 
well such as students, internal bureaucracy and national and international inter-
organisational competition for research funds; therefore, the drive and logic of these 
two worlds are often far removed from each other. The only way to overcome these 
complex differences is to establish functional communication, in which the actors 
are willing to listen and empathise respectfully, as it is only through an explication 
of these differences that the investment in police-academic research partnerships 
can be useful for both worlds. The combination of research on, for, by and with 
the police can serve both worlds and generate the necessary nexus between theory 
and practice that is crucial in our knowledge society. Unfortunately, we came to 
the conclusion that these kinds of conversations were probably rare because they 
require time, an openness and an interest in the other world. 
Another lesson learned was that intermediate Belgian organisations such as the 
Centre for Policing & Security can play a crucial role in facilitating partnerships 
between police practitioners and researchers. Even in times of general austerity, 
this long-term network structure can facilitate research projects as they can bring 
people together. Communication between practitioners and researchers is important 
to stimulate creative research designs (through collaboration between OO’s and 
IO’s) and innovative funding opportunities. However, the structure of the Belgian 
police system further complicates the institutional integration and translation of 
knowledge in policing as it has strong local and federal components and security 
responsibilities on federal, regional, sub regional and local levels. 
Finally, there is no clear answer as to whether current Belgian partnerships 
between police practitioners and researchers are a ‘dialogue of the deaf’, a ‘dialogue 
of the hard-of-hearing’, or a ‘dialogue of listening’. On the institutional level, we are 
convinced that CPS has the ability to encourage ‘dialogues of listening’; however, 
there appeared to be many circumstances where the ‘dialogue of the hard-of-hearing’ 
was still ever present. We do know that between and within the partnerships we have 
experienced and described in this article, there were cases of all three. Although we 
have both experienced significant dialogue and collaboration based on mutual trust 
and respect, we are both aware that this was more related to the people involved 
rather than the institutions. Overall, however, partnerships that are developed based 
on trust and respect can be strengthened by practitioners and researchers exploring 
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more effective, legitimate ways of governing security. It is in the ‘with’ the police/
academics that common goals can appear without losing respect for the differences. 
Relying on the experiences described above, we are both convinced that a supportive 
institutional setting and individual boundary spanners are necessary to ensure 
successful research collaborations between police and academia in the future. 
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